Peer Revision : Identifying Attitudes and Perceived Effectiveness in ESL Writing by Cottam Chad & Tat Cristina
Peer Revision : Identifying Attitudes and
Perceived Effectiveness in ESL Writing
journal or
publication title





Peer Revision: Identifying Attitudes and
Perceived Effectiveness in ESL Writing
Chad COTTAM*, Cristina TAT**
I. Introduction
The use of peer revision in teaching and learning a foreign language has been
well documented, and the literature has produced a dearth of positive results, indi-
cating that in all contexts of foreign language acquisition, peer revision is a power-
ful tool (Saeed, Ghazali and Aljaberi, 2018; Zhao, H., 2018). In regards to L2 writ-
ing pedagogy, a ‘process-oriented approach’ that gives students the chance to make
multiple drafts and receive peer feedback between those drafts, provides a powerful
and unique opportunity for teachers to provide a socio-cognitive form of instruction
(Saeed, Ghazali and Aljaberi, 2018). This process-oriented approach to writing fur-
ther provides the opportunity for students to receive advice from peers within or
near their own competency, or Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), as originally
defined by Vygotsky (1978, 1986) and the opportunity for students to engage in the
important task of reflection on their own writing (Levi Altstaedter, 2016, Lindenman
et al., 2018). However, to help accurately predict students’ performance and there-
fore maximize the above benefits of this approach, it is important to gauge students’
attitudes and level of apprehension about the task (Allen & Mills, 2016).
The following paper is an exploratory study into the perceived effectiveness of
trained peer revision in writing classes for 1st and 2nd year Japanese university sci-
ence majors, with mixed proficiency levels, studying in western Japan. By observing
perceived effectiveness over the duration of one semester of trained peer revision, it
was hoped that further insight could be gained into the overall effectiveness of the
current program. The results given indicated that a significant number of students’
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attitudes to peer revision changed positively over the course of the semester. An in-
crease in effective implementation of the course goals are also presented, further
strengthening the argument for peer review to remain as a core component of the
current writing course.
II. Background
For most graduate science students in Japan, English is a crucial part of their
study; in some cases accounting for over 90 percent of the way in which their re-
search is published and presented (Hamel, R. E., 2008). Within the university in-
volved in the study, around 40 to 50 percent of students typically continue their
education into graduate school, meaning that almost the same number of students
will be required to have an extremely high competence in English by their 4th year
of university. Considering that most students enter the undergraduate course with a
TOEIC score of 350-450 points, and are only given two years of mandatory instruc-
tion in English, a significant time challenge arises. The students’ self-efficacy with
regards to English, a remarkably clear correlate for success in second language ac-
quisition, further complicates the situation for teachers (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011;
Ehrman, 1996; Kormos et al., 2011). Only 17% of the students involved in this
study felt that writing was the strongest of their ‘four basic’ English skills.
With these factors in mind, it is imperative for instructors to utilize their lim-
ited time with students, while maximizing potential opportunities for learning. More
specifically in the writing context, teachers are required to utilize their time teaching
complex academic writing concepts, while still ensuring students are learning basic
concepts of English and producing accurate academic writing. From this perspective,
peer revision presents an opportunity for increased learning opportunities for various
skills, along with the added benefits of increased social interaction and general com-
munication skills, as pointed out by Hanjani & Li (2014). However without an accu-
rate understanding of the benefits of trained peer revision within a specific group of
students, implementation of a general program may be of little help, or even become
detrimental to that group, especially if the attitude towards the learning style con-
flicts with students own perceptions of what successful learning is (Gardner &
MacIntyre, 1993). Hence the following study was produced to identify students’
peer revision attitudes and their resulting effectiveness in carrying out a trained, peer
revision program.
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III. Methodology
1. Portfolios
A total of 91 students were selected from two first year classes, and two sec-
ond year classes. At the beginning of the semester, all groups were given portfolio
booklets made up of 10 separate writing exercises. The questions were graded ac-
cording to year level i.e. each year level corresponded to a unique portfolio, and for
each of the 10 exercises, students could choose one of several options to write
about.
2. Task management
Students were given 10-15 minutes per class to write in their portfolios. The
students were also asked to write outside of class time. Within this 10-15 minute
class period, students were also required to seek out a fellow student as reviewer for
each of their portfolio exercises, as per the instructions given. It is important to note
that each class was given equal opportunity to write during class, and each class
was instructed by the same teacher for all classes.
3. Error Identification
In order to train students how to review their peers’ papers effectively, time
was set aside every class to teach concepts, practice peer review, and discuss revi-
sion strategies as a class. Specifically, students were given a ‘key’ of different gram-
matical and lexical errors; a set of errors with an accompanying symbol or letter ab-
breviation (see Appendix A). These were to be used by the reviewer when correct-
ing errors, thereby avoiding explicit correction and encouraging writer reflection
(Lindnenman et. al., 2018). Students peer review activities were limited to identify-
ing syntactic, lexical, and grammar mistakes. (see Appendix A). The potential diffi-
culty of some students in effectively learning the symbols within the given time-
frame resulted in the teacher presenting the option of abandoning use of the abbre-
viations, and simply underlining mistakes whenever the specific error was not
known. This would potentially allow students to still point out mistakes within their
proficiency level, without being overwhelmed by technical terms, and while still al-
lowing more proficient students to utilize the system to its full potential.
4. Review Process
Students were all required to complete at least 8 sections of the portfolio over
the course of the semester. Within each section, students were required to complete
a first and second draft, while having each draft peer reviewed before moving onto
the next. Each draft was checked by a different student, resulting in students inter-
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acting with 16-20 members of their own class.
5. Survey
Both at the mid and final stages of the semester, a survey, comprised of vari-
ous styles of questions, was administered to all students within the course (see Ap-
pendix B). Questions were provided in both Japanese and English, and consisted of
multiple choice questions, Likert scale response options, and other open ended ques-
tions. The main questions of interest to this study involved investigating student atti-
tudes, ease of understanding, and ease of application of the peer review principles.
6. Portfolio Analysis
Students’ 4th and 7th portfolio reviews were chosen to gauge any possible
changes as the semester progressed. These portfolios were manually checked to ob-
tain figures for average errors found, average errors corrected, and average word
count per class. With this data, it was expected that a clear pattern of improvement,
or lack of, could be discerned.
IV. Results
1. Initial Observations
From the information provided by the initial survey, only 54 percent of stu-
dents were observably confident that peer revision was ‘somewhat’, or ‘very’ help-
ful to their studies. By the end of the semester, the overall figure had risen to 67
percent, indicating a clear change in several students’ attitudes to the task over time,
however this would not turn out to be significant following analysis . As a closed-
ended response, initially 54 percent of students felt that their writing had improved,
whereas 71 percent believed they had improved by the end of the semester.
2. Perceived Utility, Understanding and Ease of Use
To test the hypothesis that the mid semester (M＝2.451, 2.385 & 2.418) and
end of semester survey results (M＝2.187, 2.099 & 2.121) means were equal (help-
fulness, understanding and ease of use, respectively), dependent samples t-tests were
performed.
For helpfulness t(90)＝1.889, p＝.062, the null hypothesis was not rejected.
For ease of understanding, t(90)＝2.016, p＝.047, and ease of use, t(90)＝2.261, p
＝.026 the null hypothesis could be rejected. These results show that while there
was a reduction in mean between the first and second survey for all three questions,
the means of ‘ease of understanding’ and ‘ease of use’ were significantly lower in
the second survey. Cohen’s d was estimated at 0.198, 0.211 and 0.237, which can
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be seen as a small effect, according to Cohen’s own (1992) guidelines.
3. Error Correction and word count
As previously stated, both the fourth and seventh survey in the series of portfo-
lios were chosen for analysis, and are herein referred to as portfolios ‘1’ and ‘2’. Er-
rors found, errors corrected, and average word count between portfolio 1 and 2 were
analyzed by dependent t-tests. No significant difference was shown between the
means of both surveys, as indicated by the p values in the table below.
V. Discussion
The results of the survey on attitudes indicate several trends. Firstly, there was
a significant positive change in students’s attitude towards peer review as the semes-
ter progressed. In particular, students found the peer review easier to understand as
the semester progressed. They also found the advice from peers easier to use as the
semester progressed. Despite not being statistically significant, it can be argued that
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the proximity to significance signals a trend towards more students also finding the
peer revision system helpful to them over time. An upward trend in rates of error
identification, error correction, and average word count over the semester, however
small, indicates that there has been an improvement in performance over the semes-
ter.
Overall, these results indicate that a change has occurred during the semester
that has positively influenced the students and helped them improve in their per-
formance. Considering all students were placed under highly similar teaching condi-
tions, it can be posited that as Saeed, Ghazali and Aljaberi (2018) suggest, socio-
cognitive factors play a significant role in the effectiveness of peer review.
VI. Conclusion
It can be concluded from this study that the majority of students are reasonably
confident in the effectiveness of peer revision as a writing improvement tool. Fur-
ther still, students clearly became more confident in their understanding of the task,
and confident in applying the knowledge given to them by their peers over the se-
mester. A pattern of improvement in task performance along the attitudinal changes
observed indicate trained peer revision in the current model is an effective form of
instruction for EFL writing students.
VII. Future Studies
While gaining a thorough perspective of student attitudes to peer review in
EFL writing, this study did not intend to investigate if these attitudes correlated with
true increases in writing proficiency. Future studies should naturally seek to corre-
late the attitudes of students with their actual writing proficiency levels, in terms of
micro and macro organization. Also, investigating the role of the teacher inside the
socio-cognitive framework, along with other factors that impact student performance
and overall writing proficiency, would be of great benefit to educators. By further
understanding the unique socio-cognitive, cultural and behavioral factors that influ-
ence particular classes, teachers may be able to further foster an environment that
better promotes peak self efficacy and EFL literacy for their L2 learners.
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Appendix B. Survey on attitudes to peer revision
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